This essay argues that media industry studies should be open to eco-materialist approaches. Whether we study mobile telephony, social media, the network society, or studio operations, we must see these subjects in the ecological context in which they arise and operate. 2
The technologies upon which media industry studies are predicated not only provide the kind of content, institutions, and audiences that form the subject matter of this journal. They also depend on human exploitation of the environment-from the minerals, mechanics, and chemistry used to make them to the energy used to power them.
Media technology is proliferating, with spending on consumer electronics alone reaching $1 trillion in 2012, and rising to nearly $1.1 trillion in 2013, which matched overall annual spending increases of 4 to 5 percent on all information technology for that period. This added up to about $3.7 trillion in spending on consumer electronics by the end of 2013. 5 The major portion of this growth is in sales of mobile devices.
There are many relevant environmental problems associated with our love affair with media technology, but I'll use the issue of energy consumption to illustrate the vital importance of ecocriticism to media industry studies.
I know it's an obvious point, but for some reason we tend to forget that all these gadgets need to be plugged into the electric grid-and remember that batteries, too, have built-in energy costs in production, usage, and disposal. Over ten billion high-tech devices around the world need electricity today. And according to the International Energy Agency (IEA), all this media technology consumes about 15 percent of the total global residential energy in use.
Without any changes to this trend, the residential electricity needed to power this whiz-bang stuff will rise to 30 percent of global consumption by 2022 and 45 percent by 2030, according to the IEA.
Keep in mind that residential use refers to operational energy and not to the energy consumed in the manufacturing stage of information and communication technologies. Energy used in the manufacturing of laptops, for example, is 64 percent of the total that's used in a laptop's lifecycle-and this does not account for the energy used to make chemicals and gases that go into the production of semiconductors or the energy used to dispose or recycle the damn things. 6 This problem of measurement applies to all the hardware used in the industry we study.
When we connect the dots between our high-tech lifestyle and the power grid, including the electricity it takes to manufacture and distribute these gadgets, we are talking about aggregate carbon emissions on a scale that matches the footprint of the aerospace industry.
And the story on the so-called cloud is similar.
Data centers' energy demand doubled in the first five years of the new century and continues to rise at a steady pace, with business practices that range from serious efforts to reduce reliance on coal-fired energy to widespread examples of waste and thoughtless energy management.
If Google gets its way, small-scale, inefficient data centers will disappear altogether, replaced by the likes of Google, Facebook, IBM, Microsoft, Amazon, and other mega-operators of the cloud. Google backs its play with research showing that the centralization of cloud computing into massive infrastructure systems promises to reduce current energy consumption by 87 percent. 7 That would certainly be a positive change, considering that at their current rate of demand, data centers are such ravenous hogs that, according to Greenpeace, if the cloud were a country it would be the fifth largest energy consumer in the world.
As the media industry moves toward increasing internet delivery of content and audiences via the cloud, the problem of energy provision and consumption becomes an important one for media industry research-a problem complicated by the unsustainable structure of mobile communication business.
A Bell Labs/University of Melbourne study estimates that 90 percent of the total energy consumed by the wireless cloud is attributable to access providers-this is not counting the energy used by the devices themselves. 8 The researchers point to the relatively meager 9 percent share of total energy consumption attributable to data centers.
Behind these projections of rising energy demand is the tremendous growth in sales of electronic equipment that I referred to earlier. This growth is now mostly made up of sales of mobile devices like tablets, notebooks, and smartphones-a quarter of all sales is attributable to the US alone.
Such growth in mobile computing is really astounding, and really bad for the environment. It's the result in part of unrelenting marketing of wireless gadgets promoted as tools to keep us constantly connected to each other and the network. We are told that the convergence around digital technology along with mobility and other supposed innovations of the network society pose big challenges to media industries today.
From an eco-materialist perspective, the intimate relation of media technology and environmental decline poses an important challenge to media industry scholarship. For me, this means reading beyond conventional industry research to study, inter alia, the science on climate change, lifecycle assessment, and the chemistry associated with the production, use, and disposal of media technologies. Most importantly, it means acknowledging the urgent nature of the ecological crisis. Only then can we perform a critical evaluation of the greening strategies currently underway in the media industries.
The environmental problems of media industries should not be understood as a narrow matter relevant only to this sector. The eco-crisis affects every organism on the planet, making this particular problem of general interest-and this means the sub-discipline of media industry studies must venture out into the critique of the wider political economy and ask what kind of society we want to live in. The answer will determine whether our media and cultural industries are rooted in values of sustainability or constrained by a political economic order based on unending and unsustainable growth.
